Recalibrating categorisation: A semiological reading of Anne Carson’s Decreation
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ABSTRACT

This article explores how the notion of ‘decreation’ manifests itself in the signifying strategies with which Anne Carson’s Decreation: Poetry, Essays, Opera (2005) communicates. By revisiting Carson’s stereoscopic poetics and Wolfgang Iser’s branch of reader-response criticism, these signification strategies, which include generic hybridity and multimodality, are conceptualised as guiding devices that usher the reader’s perspective towards a stereoscopic vision of sameness-in-otherness. The analysis suggests that these strategies can evoke a sense of ‘decreation’ by drawing the reader’s attention to the boundary between (apparent) incongruities whilst simultaneously encouraging the reader to forge previously unthought-of connections. The semiological argument proposed here accordingly contends that the transcendence of this ‘edge’ by means of analogical thinking constitutes the metaphysical project of personal re-creation.

Keywords: analogy, Anne Carson, Decreation, generic hybridity, multimodality


Shelves and semiology

Not a problem but a question: What do ‘shelves’ accomplish, in stores or in the mind?
— Anne Carson (di Michele 1996: 10) 

Anne Carson’s work is often said to defy categorisation, but her “cross-genre pollinating” (Wilkinson 2015: 2) finds explicit expression in Decreation: Poetry, Essays, Opera (Carson 2005 = DC), in which she breaks the mould of ingrained practices in literature on a number of discrete levels. Being a Canadian poet, novelist, essayist, translator from Ancient Greek, librettist, and classics scholar herself, ‘unclassifiability’ is often hailed as her trademark (e.g. Gilbert 1996: 299). The existing – often limiting – labels indeed seem unsatisfactory for literary works situated at the crossroads of poetry, prose, opera, and essay. In Decreation, Carson further muddles the boundaries of form and genre by tackling poems, essays, a screenplay, a cinematic shot list, a pseudo-interview, and an ekphrastic poem, as well as an opera and oratorio libretto. This article will accordingly argue that Carson ventures beyond the strictures of categorisation in this diverse collection by bringing together categories that seem irreconcilable on the face of it. The stereoscopic vision that is thus instilled can carry a heuristic potential by inspiring a re-creation of the self through a process of re-visioning. 

[bookmark: _Hlk497057127]With the notable exception of reviews (see Burns & Hunter 2004), Carson’s work has attracted relatively little (academic) study. As a case in point, the first collection of essays devoted to her works only appeared in 2015 under the editorship of Joshua Marie Wilkinson. What is surprising, moreover, is that despite Carson’s reputation for rethinking the notion of genre (e.g. Wilkinson 2015), thus far little attention has been paid to the signifying processes underlying the hybrid communicative system of her works, with the possible exception of Ian Rae’s analyses (2008, 2011). Especially considering the exceptionally experimental nature of Decreation, there would therefore seem to be a definite need for semiological research into the meaning-making systems of this work. The present article aims to redress this lacuna by adopting a literary semiology in the tradition of de Saussure as opposed to a Peircean semiotics, given that the argument proposed here focuses on the internal constitution of the sign, i.e. here the literary work, rather than on ‘stand-for’ relations (Kress 2003: 41). The merits of this particular approach include its indisposition to projection by not having to fall back on a rigid – and hence reductive – methodological framework. In short, by elucidating the signifying strategies inherent in the interpretation of the literary text (cf. Culler 2001) – i.e. the evocation of a sense of ‘decreation’ – this article illustrates how Carson’s collection represents a comprehensive readerly responsiveness at work.

Carson borrowed the term ‘decreation’ from Simone Weil, a twentieth-century French philosopher and mystic (DC 157), who introduced the term but never defined it properly, so that it can be understood at best as an endeavour “to undo the creature in us” (Weil qtd. in DC 167). In its simplest definition, ‘decreation’ can hence be understood as the metaphysical annihilation of self. Yet as Heloise wittily remarks in Decreation, to be nothing is “metaphysically difficult” (DC 135). Therefore, the term ‘metaphysical’ is used here in the sense that, as Johanna Skibsrud points out, the state of self that is being referred to in the collection is one of “being beyond any place from which one might ‘tell’ of it” (2015: 132 – emphasis added). Crucially, metaphysics can be defined precisely as a branch of philosophy that “think[s] beyond itself and its limits […] into openness” (Adorno 2001: 68). The inference is that, pace James Pollock, Carson does not simply “displac[e] herself from the centre of her writing” (2012: 50) through various techniques of depersonalisation in a way that is reminiscent of T. S. Eliot, but rather that an intrinsically metaphysical project lies at the heart of Decreation, which has profound implications for the reader.   

[bookmark: _Hlk495243874]My aim in what follows is to analyse in what ways the notion of ‘decreation’ manifests itself in the signifying strategies with which Carson’s collection communicates. This particular stance towards her work is in part a response to the statement in Decreation that “decreation is an undoing of the creature in us – that creature enclosed in self and defined by self. But to undo self one must move through self, to the very inside of its definition. We have nowhere else to start” (DC 179). In the words of Skibsrud: “What are the limits of the human ‘creature’ itself? Carson asks. Is it possible to confront those limits, or even move beyond them?” (2015: 132). As a working hypothesis, this article accordingly considers the notion of ‘decreation’ to be manifested in two ways simultaneously. On the surface level, the ‘decreation’ or annihilation of the self appears to be remodelled into a “desire for ‘sustained incongruence’” (Carson qtd. in Fisher 2015: 12) across the various signifying systems that make up Decreation. On a critical level, however, it seems that by engaging with the text and transforming this “aesthetics of disjunction” (Fisher 2015: 11) into a dialectics of reconciliation (cf. Stafford 2001), readers have the potential to emancipate themselves, which comprises a heuristic dimension aimed at a more nuanced understanding of the self and reality, by taking part in the interpretation of ‘decreation’ adopted here, namely as a metaphysical project. In short, by achieving the “union of [things] hitherto unconnected in experience” (Eliot 1993: 51), readers can succeed in transcending established boundaries and thereby realising personal decreation. That said, it is clear that this ideal of reconciling disparate experience always remains a metaphysical endeavour, and hence a continual process enacted in everyday life and exemplified in Decreation. The point at issue is precisely how this process is translated into the signifying strategies of the collection.

Synthetic disjunctions

Before tackling the central theme of ‘decreation’, it is important to establish that ‘decreation’ is both the title of an essay and the opera libretto in the collection, ‘Decreation: How Women like Sappho, Marguerite Porete and Simone Weil Tell God’ and ‘Decreation: An Opera in Three Parts’ respectively. In addition to the central essay on decreation, the collection also includes three other essays, which display Carson as an incisive literary critic yet at the same time appear to be highly personal as they evoke her (presumed) childhood memories (Pollock 2012: 44-45). Whereas Pollock contends that each of these four essays offers a distinct perspective on sublime experience (2012: 44), a close reading of these essays rather suggests that, in each of them, a certain boundary is crossed: in the first essay, this is the boundary between the realms of waking and sleeping, in the second essay this is the boundary between artist and reader through the act of quotation, in the third essay the boundary of established vision, and in the final essay the boundary of the self. It is precisely this ‘edge’ or leaking boundary that plays a pivotal role in Carson’s poetic vision and that may provide a key to the communicative strategies at play in Decreation. In this regard, it is telling that Carson provides the following image of love in the first part of her opera libretto, as it captures her poetics: “I just want to be clear / to be more and more clear / until finally / all you see / is the line / left by the cutting tool / in the heart, / not even / the heart” (DC 204-205). That is not to say that Decreation is representative for the whole of Carson’s poetics; this article rather seeks to elucidate the communicative system of Decreation by drawing upon Carson’s own literary criticism. More specifically, I will read Carson’s poetics through the prism of her conception of Eros, or desire, as explored in her monograph titled Eros the Bittersweet: An Essay (1986). Not only does Decreation revolve around the question of (erotic) boundaries, Carson also explicitly references this study in the collection: “Claiming to have no word for ‘desire,’ / you brimming burning glukupikros [bittersweet] liar, / you candybitter being” (DC 80).

In more concrete terms, blocked visual perception and especially stereoscopy are frequently adopted as figures for desire’s triangular structure in Carson’s work (Fisher 2015: 11). This structure should be understood as a visual expression of “the difference between what is and what could be” (Carson qtd. in Fisher 2015: 11). After all, Carson has argued that

[…] we think by projecting sameness upon difference, by drawing things together in a relation or idea while at the same time maintaining the distinctions between them. […] In any act of thinking, the mind must reach across this space between known and unknown, linking one to the other but also keeping visible their difference. It is an erotic space. To reach across it is tricky; a kind of stereoscopy seems to be required. (1988: 171 – emphases added)

In other words, in their quest for a meaningful sense of existence, human beings try to reconcile different planes of reality. In this respect, Carson focuses on the “edge between two images that cannot merge in a single focus because they do not derive from the same level of reality – one is actual, one is possible” (1988: 69). Just like lovers seek to obliterate the distance between themselves and their object of desire, readers aim to reconcile the ‘real’ and fictional world. In a much-quoted passage from Eros the Bittersweet, Carson accordingly writes that 

Eros is an issue of boundaries. He exists because certain boundaries do. […] But the boundaries of time and glance and I love you are only aftershocks of the main, inevitable boundary that creates Eros: the boundary of flesh and self between you and me. And it is only, suddenly, at the moment when I would dissolve that boundary, I realize I never can. (1988: 30)

Thus, stereoscopy’s optical illusion can be regarded as the experience of both the desiring lover and the reader in terms of a “sustained incongruence” (Carson qtd. in Fisher 2015: 12). However, I will argue that by “show[ing] us the simultaneous proximity and distance between things” (Fisher 2015: 12), Carson’s “aesthetics of disjunction” (Fisher 2015: 11) must rather be understood as an expression of apparent incongruence that invites reconciliation.

[bookmark: _Hlk502397759]On a purely thematic level, Carson evokes this stereoscopic vision in Decreation by making explicit reference to, inter alia, a spectroscope, a third angle of vision, and the ‘marrying’ of incongruous ideas. In her discussion of ancient Chinese ghost authors in the oratorio, Carson furthermore refers to a symbolic ‘gun’ as a “line that separates this from that […] and it is neither the one nor the other but possesses the blackness of both” (DC 111). Thus, it is important to consider that similarity and difference are far from diametrically opposed entities, but rather make up two sides of the same coin. In other words, “sameness is projected onto difference in a kind of stereoscopy”, and according to Carson, “there is something irresistible in that” (1988: 34), which can be read as a pragmatic translation of Eros that will also be adopted here. The structure underlying Decreation’s communicative system may therefore at best be described as “a system of contradictions curving in and out of impossibility without arriving at refutation” (DC 33-34). With this in mind, I propose that ‘decreation’ must be understood as a consequence of desire that manifests itself in a longing for sustained incongruence. To find similitude in that web of apparent difference – or, in other words, to overcome incongruence by establishing a stereoscopic or third angle of vision without losing sight of the differences – is to partake in the metaphysical project of de-creating and subsequently re-establishing the self.  

At this stage, the question that needs to be addressed is: How does Carson’s collection communicate this stereoscopic vision? Wolfgang Iser’s conception of ‘gaps’ and Barbara Maria Stafford’s understanding of analogy prove valuable allies in this regard. Iser’s essay titled ‘Interaction between Text and Reader’ (1980) is particularly instructive to examine the relationship between the literary text and its readers, since – as the title of the essay already suggests – Iser perceives the reading process to be interactive as it occurs between text and reader (Bennett 1995: 20). Accordingly, the central idea of his essay is that texts produce ‘gaps’ in the reader’s interpretation, and that these ‘gaps’ or uncertainties in turn encourage the reader to come up with connections him- or herself that complete the text (Bennett 1995: 20). In order to describe this text-reader relationship, Iser draws upon the findings of R. D. Laing, a member of the Tavistock School in London, who argued that we only have experience of others insofar as we know their conduct, but “we have no experience of how others experience us” (Iser 1995: 22). It is precisely this invisibility that constitutes the foundation of interpersonal relations and Laing accordingly named this basis “no-thing” (Iser 1995: 22). More specifically, we constantly build on this basis of ‘no-thing’ by “react[ing] as if we knew how our partners experienced us” (ibid.). Iser extrapolates these findings to the field of literature by contending that “contact therefore depends on our continually filling in a central gap in our experience” (ibid.). He then sheds light on an often-overlooked aspect of the reading process that is crucial for my reading of Carson’s collection while asserting that “if communication between text and reader is to be successful, […] the reader’s activity must also be controlled in some way by the text” (1995: 23 – emphasis added). He furthermore maintains that the “guiding devices operative in the reading process have to initiate communication and to control it” (ibid. – emphases added). It is therefore crucial to acknowledge that gaps “trigger off and simultaneously control the reader’s activity” since the process of ideation that the reader carries out is always on terms set by the text (Iser 1995: 24). In short, Iser’s phenomenological theory conceives the reading process to be the nexus between personal and technical components; yet crucially, Iser stresses that it always remains first and foremost an interactive process.

Iser’s branch of reader-response criticism thus yields a processual approach to literature. In a similar vein, the present article analyses two signifying strategies that can be regarded as variants on Iser’s gaps. Key to this argument is that in Iser’s conception of the reading process, ‘gaps’ not only galvanise the reader to start interpreting but equally control the reader’s activity, which gives rise to an interaction between text and reader that allows for personal reflection on terms set by the text. The strategies under scrutiny here are generic hybridity and multimodality, and were selected on the basis of their hybrid character and concomitant conciliatory potential. More specifically, these literary techniques govern the readers’ interpretation by encouraging them to find sameness in difference, yet the reader remains responsible for forging the connections – i.e. the points of reconciliation making up the stereoscopic vision – that can complete the metaphysical project at the heart of Carson’s collection. These strategies are thus inherent to the textual system of Decreation, but still allow for critical reflection on the part of the reader, and as such function as guiding devices.
In her comprehensive study titled Visual Analogy (1999), Stafford makes a cogent case for a revalorisation of such notions of connectedness through the concept of analogy as a “webworking strategy” – most notably a “practice of intermedia communication” (2001: 8). According to Stafford, analogy originated as a figure of reconciliation that developed into a form of dialectics (2001: 8). In more specific terms, she defines analogy as “the vision of ordered relationships articulated as similarity-in-difference” (2001: 9). Put simply, analogy forges bonds between apparently incongruent entities (Stafford 2001: 8, 10), as “to think logically is to be perpetually astonished” (DC 192) succinctly illustrates. However, it is crucial to emphasise that analogy, as used here, does not refer to a “subsumption of two inferior, dichotomous terms into a superior, third one” in a Hegelian sense (Stafford 2001: 9). Rather, analogy is an apt tool for stimulating critical reflection on the part of the reader, as it can help to address the issue at stake in Decreation, which is a question of “taking a position both near and far at once” (DC 180) from other objects. Since this conception of analogy as an expression of sameness-in-otherness implies a reconsideration of categories and their defining features, analogy is thus recuperated as a strategy for readerly emancipation.

This specific understanding of analogy is particularly worthwhile as it comprises a heuristic dimension, i.e. it can provide insight into the more advanced phenomena of cognitive processing as well as into conceptions of selfhood. Therefore, it can make readers more resourceful by providing them with a framework that allows for a better understanding of themselves. In this regard, Stafford draws attention to analogy’s function as a visual capacity that brings incongruities into unison and thereby plays a pivotal role in perceptual judgement and the formation of elusive, sensuous ideas and fleeting emotions (2001: 28-29). This conjunctive process can be conceptualised as follows: as visual stimuli enter the brain, perceptual organisation happens as salient features are first discerned and then recombined and processed unequally in the mind’s eye (2001: 146). This act of coupling representations is vital to understanding selfhood since the activity of linking comprises an emotional component (2001: 141). Crucially, analogy may therefore “help us discover not only how the mind seeks out and binds clear with fuzzy arrangements, or manages to synthesize the vast quantities of chaotic data with which we are increasingly inundated, but [also] how […] it stiches our mutable, compound selves into a single self” (Stafford 2001: 179). This conjunctive faculty is thus “capable of engendering figures of differentiation and reconciliation” (2001: 142) and thereby plays a synthesising role in cognition and (self-)perception. Crucially, Stafford (2001: 179) remarks that complex artworks such as collages demonstrate these advanced processes of high-order cognition and are therefore particularly useful techniques “for capturing the chimera of consciousness in action” (2001: 146). As a collection of literary experiments transgressing boundaries, Decreation can be counted among those intricate works. By way of illustration, Carson reflects on the complex processes of cognition and consciousness in the following excerpt by combining a stream-of-consciousness technique with the factual tone of non-fiction:

They found the dog! Mother died! He didn’t mean to hang up just / a bad connection! No time for lipstick if I answer that but isn’t / there a Ladies outside Philosophy anyway they never start / till ten after oh rats now I’ve lost the Gertrude Stein / quote was it beefsteak?—what // swarm of clearnesses [sic] and do they amaze you, / inbetween [sic] when you hear the phone and when you get it, / all palpable explanations of why it rang and what to do. (DC 90) 

[bookmark: _Hlk502395501][bookmark: _Hlk502395906][bookmark: _Hlk502395930]Framed by such an analogical approach, this article examines how the signifying strategies of generic hybridity and multimodality challenge the reader to find ‘sameness-in-otherness’, which functions as the overarching structuring principle of Decreation. By thus transforming said juxtapositional aesthetics into a dialectics of reconciliation, readers can emancipate themselves as they rethink their politics of judgement. This form of dialectics is best considered as a dynamic interplay or tension between opposing forces, and this interplay distinguishes the term from dualism’s emphasis on static opposites in parallel (Baxter and Montgomery 1996: 10). In more concrete terms, this dialectic can be conceptualised as a disjunctive synthesis as theorised by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, i.e. not as a synthesis of contradictory terms but rather as a synthesis that “reaffirms the individual separate existence of the terms it conjoins, [as] it remains open and not closed in the circularity of the dialectic” (Lecercle 2010: 20) – precisely because the reader remains responsible for forging the analogies. According to Deleuze and Guattari, it is “a disjunction that remains disjunctive, and that still affirms the disjoined terms, that affirms them throughout their entire distance, without restricting one by the other or excluding the other from the one” (2000: 76). However, since the term disjunctive synthesis implies an ultimate union which Carson’s stereoscopic poetics does not necessarily seem to entail, the term synthetic disjunction is adopted instead to highlight the novel way of perceiving that recognises both dissimilarity and discovered similarity. Accordingly, ‘decreation’ is interpreted here as a metaphysical project that aims at eventual reconciliation, i.e. a kind of ‘enlightened’ reconciliation based on a different, more nuanced way of seeing that arises from a process of relational reflection. It is therefore transitory and pragmatic, aware at once of its possibilities and – especially – of its imperfections.

Intergeneric hybrids: Oscillation between tradition and individual talent 

Looking at genre from the prism of stereoscopy, Decreation can be considered a non-coalescent work of art that aims at eventual reconciliation but does not arrive at refutation either. This ‘neither-nor’ approach entails a critical re-evaluation of the parameters defining literary genres. In this regard, Chris Jennings notes that “juxtaposing genres within a work not only enables her [Carson’s] writing to slip between and beyond generic boundaries, it destabilizes those boundaries, defining genres by relation rather than internal coherence” (2001: 924 – emphasis added). Put differently, the reader of Decreation ultimately remains responsible for the concretisation of the collection by adopting the analogical or relational way of thinking it inspires – a process which Iser’s model of gaps has ably demonstrated. More precisely, Carson’s work is characterised by an oscillating dynamic that revolves around the question of what can be called ‘genuine art’ (see also Thorp 2015) as she constantly appeals to her readers’ assumptions about literary genres and then destabilises those expectations. In other words, Carson not only pits tradition against innovation, she achieves this formal experimentation by combining seemingly incongruous genres. Her stereoscopic vision is thereby translated into a liminal perspective that makes readers aware of generic boundaries in order for them to transcend those limitations and reassess their frame of reference.

This begs the question as to how Carson achieves this unfamiliar junction of various genres and forms, and how this process can be envisaged concretely. In this context, it is worthwhile to consider that genre can be understood as “a socially distributed and situated cognitive structure that is oriented to, drawn upon, and reworked, when making sense of media and texts” (Lomborg 2014: 42 – emphasis added). This statement seems to imply that genres do not merely constitute an “objectified or institutionalized knowledge structure” (Lomborg 2014: 42), but that individuals can also negotiate and reshape these external semantic patterns. Furthermore, Virginia Jackson points out that this contingent understanding of genre developed in modernity when novelisation made genre “a more socially enmeshed concept” (2005: 55). If the notion of genre is regarded as a cognitive sense-making device, then an individual’s negotiation of generic divisions necessarily entails a novel perspective on reality – or a third angle of vision – which neatly brings us to Carson’s reconstitution of genre participation. Pursuing this line of thought, Jacques Derrida’s law of genre can provide helpful insights into Carson’s generic praxis and its cognitive implications. As Derrida rather famously asserted, genre participation does not equal a belonging to that genre: “I would speak of a sort of participation without belonging – a taking part in without being part of, without having membership in a set” (2000: 224). This seemingly paradoxical statement gains in meaning when considering the following excerpt from Derrida’s ‘The Law of Genre’ (1980):

Every text participates in one or several genres, there is no genreless text; there is always a genre and genres, yet such participation never amounts to belonging. And not because of an abundant overflowing or a free, anarchic and unclassifiable productivity, but because of the trait of participation itself, because of the effect of the code and of the generic mark. (2000: 230)

In other words, Derrida draws attention to the human aspect of genre participation: a text cannot be genreless, but at the same time, such categorisations are never cast in concrete owing to humankind’s propensity to organise and classify reality continually. In her discussion of contemporary technogenesis and the mechanisms of attention, N. Katherine Hayles (2012) emphasises that human cognition is fundamentally flexible, since cognition is both embodied and extended through the technological infrastructure. The human brain’s distinctive potential for forging new connections lies precisely in this neural plasticity (Hayles 2012: 98-100). Put differently, humankind’s capacity for relational thinking is a “neurological fact” (Eco 1984: 129), since data impulses are matched through an analogous relationship. In short, human beings cannot think but in terms of relations and categories, but this particular ‘window on the world’ should not be regarded as static or fixed. In this light, Carson’s reconstitution of generic labels becomes all the more pertinent.

Turning now to Decreation, Carson’s collection is divided into the following sections (with the exception of her essays and librettos): Stops, Sublimes, Gnosticisms, ‘Seated Figure with Red Angle (1988) by Betty Goodwin’, ‘Quad’, ‘H & A Screenplay’, and ‘Longing, A Documentary’. When bearing in mind that the collection’s full title is Decreation: Poetry, Essays, Opera, these rather unusual labels should all be placed under the aegis of poetry. Yet when being confronted with these respective texts, such a classification seems either to be a misnomer or to entail a radically different positioning towards the genre of poetry. ‘Longing, A Documentary’, for example, takes the form of a cinematic shot list, while ‘Seated Figure with Red Angle (1988) by Betty Goodwin’ can be conceptualised as an ekphrastic poem consisting of an enumeration of if’s. Therefore, there seems to be an implicit level to Carson’s use of generic labels, which concerns a heuristic and emancipatory dimension. By giving the different sections of her collection seemingly arbitrary names, Carson is questioning (generic) boundaries as she draws attention to the protean character of human signification, which is directly related to Decreation’s stereoscopic structure and the novel perspective it entails. In more specific terms, Decreation undermines the quiddity of generic classifications by making its readers responsible for the concrete ‘meaning’ of labels as they concoct their own working definitions of genres and forms. In short, binary oppositions – poetry or essay, opera or prose – are supplanted by a subjective yet all the more interesting analogical middle term. When asked why The Beauty of the Husband is called a fictional essay, Carson replied that “calling [something] an essay means that it’s not just a story but a reflection on that story” (qtd. in Jennings 2001: 932). In other words, Carson’s idiosyncratic use of labels renders her work self-conscious. As a corollary, she is able to reflect on processes of meaning-making in order to usher the reader’s perspective towards a third angle of vision previously unthought-of.

However, such a description of Carson’s generic praxis remains rather abstract and requires a more tangible description of her use of form. In this respect, a kind of long poem known as the series can help shed light on the collection’s structure. In order to formulate alternatives to the lyric ego and surmount the synchronic quality of the lyric (Rae 2008: 20), Jack Spicer and Robin Blaser, both associated with the San Francisco Renaissance, proposed an aesthetic that can be conceptualised as 

A narrative which refuses to adopt an imposed story line, and completes itself only in the sequence of poems, if, in fact, a reader insists upon a definition of completion which is separate from the activity of the poems themselves. The poems tend to act as a sequence of energies which run out when so much of a tale is told. (Blaser 2006: 5)

Even though my reading does not contend that Decreation is a serial work in the tradition of Blaser et al. – in fact, Carson’s practice is arguably more closely allied to Robert Creeley’s interpretation of serialism as a mutable order of abstract constellations with shifting meanings (Dewey 2015: 73) – a comparison with its key characteristics can be revealing in terms of how the collection engages with the notion of seriality in a way that encourages readers to partake in a metaphysical process of decreation. In this sense, Carson can be regarded as a successor of the post-war poets who revisited modernist long poems and fragmentation to favour an open form aesthetics characterised by a processual poetics of parataxis (Dewey 2015: 73).

Since interpretations of the ‘series’ and the ‘serial’ abound, it seems pertinent to establish a working definition of the serial work to avoid terminological confusion. In short, the serial form here refers to a type of long poem, the structure of which is paratactic, open-ended, and discontinuous, consisting of mobile, autonomous elements that can be recombined and thereby reject a determinate, often temporal or thematic, order (Conte 1991: 20-22). Key to this reasoning is the central idea of a leap or suture as a structuring principle (DuPlessis 2015: 95), which corresponds to Carson’s ‘edge’. Through the sequenced juxtaposition of smaller units, which have various forms in Decreation, the argument progresses in a disjunctive yet inferential manner, since the work “may not seek wholeness or totality, but rests on insoluble dialogic relations among the sections” (DuPlessis 2015: 95 – emphasis added). As a result of this thoroughgoing interplay between the parts and the whole, the “individual units gain in implication, but appear, paradoxically enough, perpetually suggestive and incomplete” (ibid.), and this practice can be illustrated briefly by the central image of the sublime as an act of spilling that resurfaces throughout the collection. These individual units thus allow a reading of them as finished works unto themselves, since in a serial structure “things do not connect […] they correspond” (Spicer qtd. in Rae 2008: 36) – which is where the notion of analogy comes into play. Such a decreative comment on the act of forging unlikely connections can be found in ‘And Reason Remains Undaunted’ (DC 62):

Searching for things sublime I walked up into the muddy windy big hills
behind the town where trees riot according to their own laws and

one may

observe so many methods of moving green—under, over, around, across,
up the back, higher, fanning, condensing, rifled, flat in the eyes, as if

pacing a

cell, like a litter of grand objects, minutely, absorbed, one leaf at a time,
ocean-furious, nettle-streaked, roping along, unmowed, fresh out of pools,

clear as Babel,

such a tower! […]

To realise such analogical relations of synthetic disjunction between the different units, serial works make use of a number of strategies, which include patterns of iteration – including myth – instead of causal connections, and the use of framing devices to justify the seemingly discontinuous storyline (Rae 2008: 25). In this case, Simone Weil’s coinage of the term ‘decreation’ constitutes the overarching framework, especially since it is not only the title of the collection as a whole, but also the title of an essay and the opera libretto in the collection. Crucially, these framing devices “make explicit the implicit doubleness of voice in the author/speaker of the lyric” (Rae 2008: 20). Consequently, the restrained ‘I’ of the poet often resurfaces in different guises typically associated with prominent artistic names (Rae 2008: 20). Tellingly, Carson has made name-dropping in the form of inter-authorial work her trademark (see e.g. Thorp 2015). A final remark pertains to the role of the reader, as the serial poem gives its readers free rein through their pivotal role in the manipulation of an unstable order, and this practice of “exploit[ing] […] correspondences that wrench words out of conventional contexts and generate new harmonies and meanings” (Dewey 2015: 73) is related to the deconstructive and hence regenerative nature of the collection. Blaser describes this activity of constructing a personal narrative as a linking of ‘energies’ or poems that does not, however, lose sight of the distinct images (2006: 5-6), which roughly equates to a stereoscopic vision of sameness-in-otherness.  

The collection’s ‘decreative’ rethinking of seriality is thus manifested in its mechanisms that reimagine the serial characteristics of repetition, discontinuity, and framing devices – all of which can be briefly illustrated by means of the first series of literary experiments in Decreation titled Stops. Firstly, references to an anchor and a buoy imbue the short poems of the Stops with a sense of destabilisation, which can be connected to the relationship between the speaker and his or her mother. The first poem, ‘Sleepchains’, not incidentally starts with an invocation of the distance that separates mother from child: “Who can sleep when she—  / hundreds of miles away I feel that vast breath / fan her restless decks” (DC 3). This sense of separation is reiterated through the many references to the past, including mentions of a Roman wall and old companions. Furthermore, the reference to April, that liminal, ‘cruellest’ month, evokes an atmosphere reminiscent of T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land (1922). Nevertheless, this sense of disruption and discontinuity is countered by the use of framing devices and repetition, which provides the poems with a structural unity. These framing devices include references to Samuel Beckett, who inspired (the title of) the last three Stops, that help give substance to the authorial voice, whereas the feeling of desolation that accompanies the loss of a parent gains in meaning when considering the collection’s overarching theme of ‘decreation’. Recurring images, such as rowing and wind, also offer the reader a focal point. Carson’s Decreation thus does not elude categorisation but must rather be understood as a work that reconceives serial strategies with the aim of opening up connections, thereby instigating the personal process of decreation that is mirrored in the thematic concerns of the collection. 

To substantiate this reasoning, it would not be unwise to provide a concrete example of Carson’s lacing together of genres. Not surprisingly, the four essays in Decreation can be considered the intellectual core of the collection (Pollock 2012: 44). However, these essays also testify to an interesting union of seeming incongruities, i.e. thought and feeling, since they can be regarded as lyric essays. The choice for this particular term derives from Rae’s statement that “American critics have countered accusations of ‘chopped prose’ in Carson’s writing by positioning it as the exemplary case of a hybrid and increasingly prominent genre, the ‘lyric essay’” (2011: 164). Yet at first glance, such a term appears rather problematic as it seems to conflate fiction and non-fiction, given that an essay usually denotes an objective piece of prose that attempts an argument (Dunkelberg 2017: 108). However, Deborah Tall and John D’Agata’s description of their coinage can help to elucidate this ambivalence: “The lyric essay partakes of the poem in its density and shapeliness, its distillation of ideas and musicality of language. It partakes of the essay in its weight, in its overt desire to engage with facts, melding its allegiance to the actual with its passion for imaginative form” (qtd. in Rae 2011: 166). In other words, the lyric essay combines the genres of poetry and nonfictional prose by uniting facts with creative use of form and language. Thus, it explores and meditates on a subject by juxtaposing different kinds of material, including fragmentary passages of anecdote, pieces of memoir, data, facts, and observations (Dunkelberg 2017: 108), as “watch this spillage, which moves from the man who hits, to the words of Demosthenes describing him, to the judges hearing these words, to Longinus analyzing the whole process, to me recalling Longinus’ discussion of it and finally to you reading my account” (DC 46) briefly illustrates. Incidentally, Rae (2011: 166) even suggests that Tall and D’Agata’s definition of the lyric essay was moulded out of Carson’s writing.

In relation to this versified prosiness of Carson’s essays, Rae elsewhere refers to Dorothy Livesay’s advocation of a new kind of genre that is documentary in its “conscious attempt to create a dialectic between the objective facts and the subjective feelings of the poet” (qtd. in Rae 2008: 18 – emphasis added). While such a statement might seem contradictory in the context of ‘affect’, this dialectic is interpreted here as open in nature by affirming the distinctness of both facts and feelings without precluding the possibility of similarity (cf. my discussion of synthetic disjunctions in section two). According to Livesay, the documentary poem can be conceptualised more precisely as a kind of long poem that is informative and factual while still being lyrical by appealing to emotions (Rae 2008: 18). In this light, it is important to note that Carson often refers to the documentary in Decreation. Examples include her statement that “the Sublime is a documentary technique” (DC 45), as well as Abelard’s metafictional comment that Heloise’s and his film is in fact a documentary and therefore has no thesis. Moreover, the collection also includes a documentary titled ‘Longing’. From this perspective, Decreation can be related to the aesthetics of objectification characteristic of the objectivist poets associated with Louis Zukofsky, who explored acts of thinking through poetry by paying close attention to precise diction while exuding an ethos of plain clarity (DuPlessis 2015: 93-95). In this respect, Jennifer Thorp remarks that Carson’s modus operandi can be conceptualised as “an unadorned mode of phrasing that is pared and solid” (2015: 8). In Decreation, Carson’s distinctively incisive, documentary style can be appositely exemplified by the poem ‘Kant’s Question about Monica Vitti’ (DC 70-71):

Kant took pleasure in what he called Thing in Itself.
She is prowling the room with her eyes down, observed deeply
by a man in an armchair.

Thing in Itself was unattainable, insurmountable.
She keeps trying to leave the room.

Nor could Thing in Itself be represented.
Curtains are drawn, the room is full of objects, lamps are burning here and there,
who knows what hour of the night it may be? Her hair blows slowly.
[…]
She walks out into the filthy daylight.
Kant pulled his hat down firmly.

She is a little ashamed but glad to be walking.
Off into this more difficult dawn.

The pared quality of Carson’s style thus permeates her work with a sense of both robustness and delicacy, and this brittle balance is embedded in the visual-textual dynamics. Key to the reasoning developed here, however, is Livesay’s assertion that the documentary genre resists continuous sequence, since the documentary poem “[is] based on topical data but held together by descriptive, lyrical, and didactic elements. [The] narratives, in other words, are not told for the tale’s sake or for the myth’s sake: the story is a frame on which to hang a theme” (qtd. in Rae 2008: 18-19) – which sheds light on the tortuous quality of Carson’s essays. Still, as Rae rightly observes, the documentary elements in Carson’s work are often dispersive, in the sense that “they recover historical information while at the same time questioning the dominant media of historical representation” (2008: 19). By way of illustration, in her essay on the sublime, Carson relates how film director Michelangelo Antonioni draws attention to history’s constructedness by “giv[ing] you two successive shots of the same portion of reality, first from close up, then a little further away” (DC 49). In that same essay, Carson furthermore comments on Longinus’ treatise On the Sublime by describing it as incoherent and void of a paraphrasable conclusion, but nevertheless constituting a thrilling aggregation of documentation. Carson’s defamiliarisation of the practices of representation thus aligns her with other twenty-first-century writers of ‘reflexive’ documentary poetry, who tend to criticise the documentary gaze while rejecting linear arguments (Harrington 2016: 68).

When approaching Carson’s unity of thought and feeling from the angle of her stereoscopic poetics itself, however, it becomes clear that her “poems produce illumination when perspectives comment on one another […]: one provides the necessary distance of an ordered frame while the other gives an intimate proximity that produces meaning on a human scale. The poem occupies a position between – marking the two as not one, yet making their necessary intimacy visible” (Jennings 2001: 934 – emphasis added). This statement is the most concrete exemplification of Carson’s emphasis on the edge thus far. In the context of Decreation, Carson’s essay style provides the narration with a frame, while the personal reflections that make up her extended riffs allow a sense of intimacy. However, a critical remark is pertinent at this point. Since the notion of analogy as the act of establishing links between discordant entities – including thought and feeling – always entails an emotional component (Stafford 2001: 141), it is crucial to emphasise that the strategies of generic hybridity and multimodality only guide readers towards a stereoscopic vision of sameness-in-otherness, but never establish that point of intersection. In other words, they confront the reader with seemingly incongruous elements and thus act as an incentive to search for a new way of perceiving, but do not delineate what that third angle of vision should look like. In this case, Carson’s lyric essays result in a friction between the established domains of thought and feeling: 

[…] it was and remains for me a consolation to think of [the green living room] lying there, sunk in its greenness, breathing its own order, answerable to no one, apparently penetrable everywhere and yet so perfectly disguised in all the propaganda of its own waking life as to become in a true sense something incognito at the heart of our sleeping house. […] Incognito means “unrecognized, hidden, unknown.” […] What is incognito hides from us because it has something worth hiding, or so we judge. As an example of this judgement I shall cite for you two stanzas of Elizabeth Bishop’s poem “The Man-Moth”. (DC 20-21)

As this short excerpt from the essay on sleep demonstrates, scholarly criticism and personal reflection are inextricably intertwined. Interestingly, T. S. Eliot already referred to this paradigm shift separating thought from feeling in his essay entitled ‘The Metaphysical Poets’ (1921): “The poets of the seventeenth century […] possessed a mechanism of sensibility which could devour any kind of experience. […] In the seventeenth century a dissociation of sensibility set in, from which we have never recovered” (1934: 287-288). This ‘dissociation of sensibility’ that took place in the seventeenth century refers to a rift between images and ideas, or between feeling and thought (Austin 1962: 309-310). By stimulating interaction between these two contiguous domains, Carson’s Decreation encourages its readers to reflect upon the genres of poetry and nonfictional prose on the one hand, and their defining features on the other. As her lyric essay thus manages to combine the distinct domains of thought and feeling, the way is paved for a re-evaluation of the categories constituting human experience.

Multimodality: Materialising the third angle

When Anne Carson spoke to poet and literary critic Stephanie Burt (2000), she declared that she thinks of herself as mostly a visual and not a verbal artist, and this multimodal reach has already been hinted at in previous excerpts. It therefore seems worthwhile to consider how visual-textual dynamics might influence the way her collection communicates, especially since Carson is not only a writer but also a painter (Rae 2008: 28). Let us consider, for example, the following excerpt from ‘Gnosticism VI’ (DC 93):   

Watch “naked” (arumim) flesh slide into “cunning” (arum) snake in the next
verse.
And suddenly a vacancy, a silence,

is somewhere inside the machine.
Veins pounding. 

Carson hereby – literally – points to the gap between the visual (“watch”) and the verbal (“verse”) by manipulating the layout of her work.[footnoteRef:1] In addition, she alludes to the bewilderment felt on the part of the reader when confronted with this schism, that ‘human machine’ grappling with the multidimensional nature of reality. Hence, Carson draws attention to the communicative possibilities of gaps by representing the verbal mode, i.e. silence, through the visual mode, i.e. the unfilled space (cf. Nørgaard 2010: 120). The use of such terms, however, requires some critical background. [1:  Therefore, most excerpts of Decreation in this article are conveyed in a way that replicates the original layout as closely as possible.] 


The visual plays a prominent role in Decreation. This is evident in the case of both the essay on the solar eclipse and the collection’s documentary entitled ‘Longing’. More generally speaking, various references to the notion of vision and the act of seeing are made on a thematic level. Examples include “one may // observe so many methods of moving green” (DC 62), “What shall I do with my eyes?” (DC 66), and “What did you wish to explain? / The darkness, for one thing” (DC 142), to name but a few. However, on a formal level, Decreation also features three illustrations and confronts multiple ways of seeing through its use of typography and layout. These illustrations include a reproduction of Seated Figure with Red Angle (1988) by Betty Goodwin, a still from Beckett’s Quadrat I & II, and a photograph of Monica Vitti in the film Il Deserto Rosso (1964), which opens the Sublimes and follows the collection’s essay on the sublime and the subsequent ‘rhapsody’ – both of which feature director Antonioni. Accordingly, the basic premise is, to use Alison Gibbons’s words, that “if the body is more involved in the act of reading [by foregrounding the act of seeing], then that particular reading may become more meaningful” (2012: 42). 

Due to recent advances in embodied cognition, it has become undeniable that extraneural factors play a pivotal role in human understanding and experience (e.g. Shapiro 2014). Although the notion of ‘embodiment’ remains amorphous and (incompatible) definitions abound, the embodied approach to cognition takes as its starting point the premise that bodily features outside of the brain are also involved in cognitive processes (Garratt 2016: 2). Put simply, embodied cognition is concerned with “bodily contribution to thinking in a general sense” (Garratt 2016: 6). In Decreation, this mind/body dualism is rendered invalid as the collection foregrounds the role of the body in reading, but this view is also expressed explicitly by Aphrodite, who sings that “the mind is the body. I hate this fact. I love this hate” (DC 193). In the context of Carson’s collection, it is therefore important to emphasise that “literature has a physical context which criticism should not ignore: the printed book” (White qtd. in Gibbons 2012: 1). As Hayles has argued, “texts that employ their bodies to create narrative complexity must be read not for their words alone but for the physical involvements readers undertake to access their materialities” (qtd. in Plate 2015: 93). Along with Hayles, I thus advocate a reader-response theory that is guided by the embodied reader or the mind-body interface (Hayles 2013: 231). In other words, the ways in which readers engage with the materiality of the medium are vital to the process of literary signification. This idea is intrinsically nothing new, but as Liedeke Plate remarks, the contexts of production and reception do have changed,[footnoteRef:2] as in recent years literature has become part of a “media ecology” of which digitalisation is the linchpin (2015: 96). Extending this reasoning, one might add that some experimental works offer a reflection on the activity of reading in our so-called digital age as they bring into view the physical, i.e. sensory and affective, dimensions of engaging with literary texts in their utilisation of multiple sensory stimuli (Gibbons 2012: 40; Plate 2015: 95). This “aesthetic of bookishness” (Pressman 2009) reminds readers not only of the pivotal role of mediation, but also of their own embodied existence in a highly digitised world where the concept of materiality is becoming ever more elusive due to the advance of digital interfaces in a posthuman age (see Hayles 1999).   [2:  The book publishing industry is rapidly transforming as digital media play an increasingly important role in the production and distribution process, which has resulted in the virtualisation and distribution of ‘text’ across multiple platforms, as well as in cooperation with other media industries, such as film (Plate 2015: 96).] 


In her seminal work titled Multimodality, Cognition, and Experimental Literature (2012), Alison Gibbons makes a cogent case for a multimodal cognitive poetics. Her study examines the experimental genre of multimodal printed literature, which refers to integrated literary works in which the various modes – although they constitute different means of communication – continually interact in the process of meaning-making (Gibbons 2012: 2). Gibbons identifies several formal features typical of multimodal novels (2012: 2), six of which are particularly relevant to Decreation:  
· Unusual textual layouts and page design
· Varied typography
· Concrete realisation of text to create images
· Devices that draw attention to the text’s materiality, including metaﬁctive writing
· [End]notes and self-interrogative critical voices 
· Mixing of genres
Decreation is thus not a multimodal work per se, but rather features several multimodal elements such as images and typographical experimentations (cf. Gibbons 2012: 87), as this short excerpt illustrates (DC 74-75): 

Ocean air plush as kissing or the secret parts of plants secrets were dropping out
of us there.
      swallow song is a begging song
         open up

Walking through a restaurant all together to our table past eyes and sugarbowls 
we realized— 
      swallow song is a begging song
         open up
           or I’ll cry off the door

same moment he did—my brother’s shame of us. We saw girls notice him,
stiffening their backs.
      swallow song is a begging song
         open up
           or I’ll cry off the lintel,
          the door, the wife within
           open up

In accordance with Kress and van Leeuwen’s understanding of communication, I therefore propose that written verbal language is conceived as multimodal in the sense that it does not only encompass wording but also a visual aspect (Nørgaard 2010: 116), which Johanna Drucker has identified as including graphic devices, involving all “elements of layout and composition that organize and structure the presentation of narrative elements” (2008: 123). Crucially, it implies that the work’s visual dimension does not merely serve an illustrative purpose, which in turn warrants an assessment of the meaning potential of particular word-image relations (Nørgaard 2010: 115, 123). Considering the multimodal nature of Decreation, my analysis looks to open up the communicative possibilities of such embodied responses.

On a cognitive level, the multimodal approach emphasises the neurological reality that human cognition is an integrative phenomenon, as recent neuroscientiﬁc research suggests that sensory modes are processed in an integrative manner (Gibbons 2012: 19, 40). The inference is that, by virtue of its multisensory nature, multimodal literature is more representative of our own cognitive processing of reality than more conventional literary works (Gibbons 2012: 40), which is where analogy’s synthesising role in cognition comes into play. After all, analogical reasoning does not merely encompass a cerebral component, but also a highly affective dimension. Recent research also suggests that the amalgamation of two senses gives rise to an enhanced neurological response, and thus, by extension, to a more intense narrative experience (Gibbons 2012: 40-41). For despite the fact that words and images are sometimes classified as two forms of visual stimuli, research conducted by Khateb et al. in 2002 has demonstrated that written and pictorial recognition involve different neural activity (Gibbons 2012: 40). Consequently, word and image can be regarded as distinct modes (ibid.), and will accordingly be treated as such.[footnoteRef:3] In this case, Decreation does not confront its readers with a formal synthesis, but rather brings them face to face with a radically disjunctive encounter, as the visual surface of the page materialises the gap between these two modes. As a result, readers are encouraged to look for points of connection that would produce an integrative understanding of the text.  [3:  Since Lars Elleström’s multimodal model (2010: 36) does not allow a clear-cut distinction between written verbal language and images, the verbal mode is here associated specifically with written language, while the visual mode comprises the submodes of image, layout, and typography. ] 


In light of Decreation’s disjunctive materiality, Gibbons’s notion of the multimodal metaphor in experimental literature is a fruitful concept. The present section accordingly takes Gibbons’s accounts (2012, 2013) as constructive starting points for an investigation of word-image relations in Decreation. In what follows, I will argue that the interaction between the verbal and visual mode in Decreation results in a “troubled tension” (Collard 2014: 265) between affective perceptions of ‘meaning’ and an enhanced recognition of the techniques that shape our cognitive awareness. In other words, by foregrounding its visual-material form, Decreation directs the reader’s attention to processes of meaning-making that are often neglected. This troubled tension is closely allied to what Gibbons has termed a ‘multimodal metaphor’, i.e. a conceptual metaphor that is generated through the interaction between modes, which renders such metaphors inherently integrative in nature (Gibbons 2013: 181-182). Equally, the term implies active, performative engagement, since these metaphors call for an adaptation on the part of the reader (Gibbons 2013: 182). As Gibbons does not define the latter term, ‘adaptations’ are conceptualised here as analogous relations hinging on the “cognitive concretization of heterogeneous impulses” (Collard 2014: 271). In this way, a multimodal metaphor can be studied as an analogical middle term or unifying agent that mediates between the verbal and visual mode.  

The analysis presented below proposes that the multimodal metaphor under scrutiny in Decreation can be phrased as ‘to read is to be decreated, or to be confronted with your own humanity’. To corroborate that statement, this article picks up the fundamentally embodied practice of reading that is called upon in the collection, since multimodality is instrumental in coalescing virtual literary meaning and actual literary experience into an embodied narrative understanding (Gibbons 2012: 89), as the following excerpt illustrates (DC 136):

where the
soul with its soft
edges
cuts 

into

the 
sharp 
body. 

As Decreation thus foregrounds the reader’s physical involvement in the process of literary experience and, by extension, cognitive meaning-making, readers can be seen to engage with the work at the “embodied and ontological interface of actual and virtual, corporeal and cognitive” (Gibbons 2012: 88-89). While Decreation does not represent a metaphorical blend of book and body as such (cf. Gibbons 2012: 98), Carson’s collection still capitalises on the visual character of the page, this time to confront readers with (the limits of) their own embodied humanity. By way of illustration, the cover page of the 2006 Jonathan Cape edition of Decreation features a transparent illustration of female underwear against a black background, which is reminiscent of a jellyfish. In this way, the book’s visual design immediately evokes the impression of looking through the work, and in combination with the collection’s title, it hints at a dissecting of the human body and soul. This confrontation with humankind’s sensory experience of reality is also hinted at in the collection when, for example, Monica Vitti (DC 66) relates that

especially since I came out of the clinic, a clinic for people who want everything,
everything I see everything I taste everything I touch
everyday even the ashtrays and at

                 the clinic I had only one question What shall I do with my eyes? 

In this light, Decreation is often characterised by a haptic or bodily orientated aesthetics, in the sense that the reader has to interact with the materiality of the text for the narrative to unfold (Laccetti 2010: 178). In other words, the progression of the narrative becomes “an action taken by a reader” (Drucker 2008: 124). Let us consider, for example, the following excerpt from ‘Quad’ (DC 122):

Quadrat quiz
Match each item of Column A
with that item from Column B
which most effectively completes its lessness:
	Column A 		     Column B
	nec tecum		     what the right hand is doing
	Troy			     slump cue
three are too few	     two are too few

Not only is the reader coaxed into ‘completing’ this narrative puzzle, by imitating the multimodal dynamics of a primary school workbook in the shape of a seemingly absurd – and hence typically Beckettian – quiz, Carson’s collection questions the generic expectations entrenched in visual-textual dynamics.

Pursuing this line of thought, Decreation inspires the aforementioned metaphor by involving the reader in what Anne Cranny-Francis has termed ‘visceral reading’, which stands for the “relationship between the text and the embodied practice of reading” (2005: 37). In more concrete terms, readers of Decreation are confronted with the schism between the visual and the verbal when, for example, Carson’s experimental use of layout and typography hinders the linear reading process and the reader is consequently forced to adopt multiple reading paths. Hence, these graphic devices, which are supposedly extra-diegetic, rather have a navigational function as they steer the chronological unfolding of the narrative, and are therefore inherent meaning-producing elements of texts (Drucker 2008). The following excerpt from ‘Swimming in Circles in Copenhagen’ (DC 81) illustrates this point succinctly:

Between grief and nothing
I’d take grief (Jean Seberg)
      I’d take nothing (Jean-Paul Belmondo).
Perhaps we overvalue conversation.

      Dark swallow.

The palace thief, the palace thief
overturned his dear ones leaf by leaf.
For his eyes loved faint things.

Dark swallow you.

While the main body of the poem is easy to read, the inserted variations on ‘dark swallow’, which constitute a narrative sequence by virtue of their italicised appearance as well as the conspicuous repetition, prove almost impossible to read – and remember – in succession. In this way, two different reading paths are juxtaposed. As Gunther Kress points out, the to-be-constructed reading path of multimodal texts thus involves the imposition of a certain order (2003: 50), and hence, active involvement on the part of the reader. In other words, reading is conceptualised here as design (cf. Kress 2003: 50), and accordingly, readers become agents as the possibility of choice is passed on to them. When reading the variations on ‘dark swallow’ separately, it becomes clear that the poem ends in a culmination of these repetitions with the phrase “dark swallow you do return but not to my balcony” (DC 83). The implication is not that the verbal and visual mode should be associated with a horizontal and a vertical reading path respectively, since both co-operate in every reading experience.[footnoteRef:4] However, precisely this – often neglected – importance of eye movement is foregrounded here, as it is phenomenologically possible to read the text in one flow (visual mode), but not without sacrificing the text’s meaning potential (verbal mode). [4:  While written words always entail a material, visual component, i.e. a signifier, the verbal mode is associated here with a sign’s meaning potential, i.e. the signified. See also my discussion of Kress and van Leeuwen’s understanding of written verbal language as multimodal. ] 


Through such conspicuously embodied involvement in the reading process, readers are confronted with the schism between the visual and the verbal mode, and thus with their own humanity. Nevertheless, owing to the page’s visual design, Decreation suggests that the successful, analogical integration of apparent incompatibilities might be ingrained in our DNA. In other words, Decreation embodies Drucker’s observation that every reading of a text is performative and therefore an event, in the sense that “the cognitive mind, unaccustomed, reprograms, running its synaptic patterns through a habitual response it finds inadequate to the new task, so new tracks and trails are scribed and inscribed, made to fashion a world of concept anew in the autopoetic mind” (2009: 15). In this way, the creation of a dual reading experience that materialises the schism between the verbal and the visual mode not only recalls human cognition’s integrative nature, but also evokes the multimodal metaphor that ‘to read is to be decreated’ through the reader’s embodied understanding of the text. 
An implicit corollary to this dual reading experience is a foregrounding of the textual surface of the collection. However, this heightened awareness of the work’s materiality also hinders total imaginative immersion (Gibbons 2012: 113). In this sense, multimodal works can be said to initiate a dual vision, which involves what Richard Lanham has termed ‘bistable oscillation’, or “perceptual fluctuation between looking at the material surface of the page and looking through the page to immerse oneself in its content” (Gibbons 2012: 115). Consequently, a metafictional double situatedness is evoked, which is related to the notion of double consciousness in the theatre. In her discussion of embodiment in new media environments, Astrid Ensslin refers to ‘double situatedness’ as a situation where readers are both sensory “direct receivers” of and mentally engaged with the represented narrative as they are “re-embodied” on screen (2010: 158). Extending this reasoning, the following excerpt from ‘Mia Moglie (Longinus’ Red Desert)’ evokes a similar sense of dual positioning through its particular use of typography (DC 67):

A caught woman is something the movies want to believe in.
    “For instance, Sappho,” as Longinus says.

                 greener

Caught from within, she has somehow got the Sublime inside her.
   “As though these could combine and form one body.”

                                 than

Her body vibrates, she is always cold, there is a certain
   cold industrial noise, she is also hot, has stuck a thermometer

   grass

The kind of embodied reflection evoked here is instrumental in the reader’s adoption of a stereoscopic perspective. For as Decreation inspires a dual vision that oscillates between material artefact and abstract representation by virtue of its multimodal nature (cf. Gibbons 2012: 115), this dual vision is then doubled once more through the conspicuous interplay between the verbal and visual mode. As its readers are thus stuck behind the metaphorical looking glass separating the visual surface of the page from the imaginary world of the collection, they are confronted with the dual challenge of coalescing two reading paths into a third angle of vision whilst balancing on the edge between the actual and virtual world. 

Re-rooting signification

Hailed by some as the contemporary “acceptable face of the avant-garde”, Carson is often considered a postmodernist writer (Logan 2009: 149). The key problem with this argument, however, is that categorising Decreation as purely postmodernist does not do justice to its hybrid communicative system (see also Thorp 2015: 14-16). The analysis rather suggests that Carson’s collection pits the working principles of the modernist and the postmodernist long poem against each other, as a modernist hankering for coherence, or similarity, and a postmodernist predilection for discontinuity, or difference (McCorkle 1997: 48), are constantly in counterpoint in Decreation. Rather than reinventing the wheel, this article thus indirectly comments on the ostensible distinction between modernism and postmodernism and proposes that the distinction between the two should be recalibrated as a tension between what can be termed a “modernist crisis of representation” (Lewis 2007: 2), which has not given up on representation or partial similarity yet, and a postmodernist representation of crisis that “abandon[s] the quest for a single, unifying meaning” (Lewis 2007: 239) and thus foregrounds difference. Whether defined as modernist or postmodernist in nature, Decreation de facto renders such questions invalid by ceaselessly probing on what basis its readers are criticising. Categories and labels become pointless as Carson’s collection is concerned with the (leaking) boundaries that define distinct entities, and this liminal edge between seemingly dissimilar entities constitutes the linchpin of the collection. ‘Decreation’ must therefore be understood as a metaphysical process of perennial re-creation rather than as an event of singular destructive annihilation. 

In his work on the blurring of boundaries between poetry and prose in Canada, Rae rightly notes that Carson’s “preferred subject of inquiry is […] a centripetal force whose centre cannot be reached” as “she enucleates the master narrative that would supply the interpretive centre and stabilize the hermeneutic axis” (2008: 258). By confronting multiple dimensions, Carson’s refutational approach to hermeneutic finality naturally results in a myriad of readings – both formally and thematically – which in turn allows for a far more constructive outlook on ‘meaning’ than mere absolutism or even intentionalism. Yet it is equally important to acknowledge that this project of opening up the space of metaphysical reading processes cannot succeed without extensive reliance on technique, especially when it comes to a work of literature that is concerned with “not […] poetry per se, but […] [with] translation—between languages, between identities, and ultimately between genres” (D’Agata qtd. in Rae 2011: 167). This claim about Carson’s Men in the Off Hours (2000) has been augmented here as Decreation addresses the notion of translation – or transduction, which necessitates mediation – through the prism of a stereoscopic looking glass. The resulting synthetic disjunction yields a reinterpretative and hence constructive approach to knowledge that re-visions the relation between difference and similarity. 

[bookmark: _GoBack][bookmark: _Hlk502396045][bookmark: _Hlk498870406][bookmark: _Hlk501206623]By virtue of its multimodal and intergeneric nature, Decreation can instil in its readers a metaphysical process of ‘enlightened’ reconciliation between apparent incongruities by operating on the basis of analogy. This is not to say that the non-dialectical play between difference and similarity in the collection allows for a direct mimesis of humankind’s ability to reconcile difference in consciousness. Especially the section on sensory mediation has demonstrated that the collection’s deconstructive quality rather replays the struggle to process and make sense of reality, and thus makes readers aware of the possibility to recalibrate entrenched patterns of thinking. Although there is no such thing as a model reader, semiological research of the kind carried out here can help to elucidate the signifying processes at the root of literary interpretation. After all, Iser’s theory of the reading process has amply shown that the author’s literary technique and the reader’s own idiosyncratic interpretations are in a constant state of flux. Signification and interpretation are never wholly arbitrary, and hence, the existence of a communicative system with underlying guiding devices is undeniable. All the same, the reasoning developed throughout these pages has equally indicated that the emotional component can never fully be accounted for: the dialectic is never closed but remains open as readers forge the analogies prescribed by the text. By approaching Decreation from a processual angle through the prism of semiology, this article has hopefully demonstrated that humankind’s capacity for adopting a different way of perceiving is just as powerful as one’s inclination for facile categorisation.  
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