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Abstract:

This article performs the creative act of giving form to writing—whether that of an
academic paper, poem or artwork. It is a demonstration of the ‘turn of the line’,
watching itself turning from post-structuralist foundation through photographic essay
to poetic performance. The ‘paper’ (existing only electronically) aims to capture the
strange gathering of matter that constitutes the giving of form. By employing a
philosophico-poetic approach, and drawing on ideas taken from philosophy, the
history of art, and poetry (such as negative space, materiality, and material poetics),
this article aims to capture creativity in the act.
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Creative In-formation - a Per-formance or possibly a list poem - does it
matter? Back to the drawing board...

Several things could happen in this poem
Martha Collins Several Things
And the poem that exists
will never equal the poem that does not exist.
Trembling, it crosses the frontier at dawn

Rosemary Dobson Over the Frontier
(Reverie on a poem by Zbigniew Herbert)

‘The margin is the
liminal space
separating the written
page from the page
that always remains
to be written.’
(Edmond Jabeés 1993
The Book of Margins,
(trans. Rosmarie
Waldrop), Chicago:
The University of
Chicago Press, p. xiii)

All verse is a turning (versus=turning).

. . 2 Indentation?
Turning into what? Justification?
What form will it take? The first material question. el

L. njambment?
How does content become a paper or a novel or a painting or a poem? Ajumble? Fold.

How do bits of twine or metal or feathers become a sculpture? Structure. Align. Aline.



Lay foundations.
Build an argument.
Make it concrete.
Give it form. Carve
out space for it.
Construct. Bolt the
first metal beam
into the slab...

T believe that defining structure clearly and decisively as the pattern of a poem’s turning provides a
way to name and reveal an essential characteristic of structure.’ (Randall Jarrell)i

Form is the key. Structure is ... well, structural - essential - fundamental.
It is scaffolding, but it is also architectural plan, and finished building.
It is the mansion and the castle building in the sky of creativity.
To inform is to provide the form. In-formation.
In-formative.
Formative.

if I bend
The turn around the corner,
(Charles Bernstein In a
Restless World Like This Is)



But how can this sort of in-formation be per-formed - without getting caught in
the act? How can form be displayed - played on/with/out?

Without the title roles already being filled?

Without the fixity of paper. The black and white. The nitty gritty.

Without the concrete feet of a foundation, an argument structure ...  end point.
What could philosophy do for us here? What could poetry?

What could a loosely post-structuralist account do for our thinking around
creativity, form and structure?

Untangled the net, we slit (James Wright Northern Pike)

In a well worn metaphor (almost solidified), ~—
philosopher-poets cast their nets into the sea - |
the haul is drawn in - the simile fish leap within its midst.
But these fish - |
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carp ...
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Ah, but there is no fisherman for post-structuralism.
No master controller at the helm. There is no top-down.

Post-structuralism dismantles the idea of the net-caster — the one who imposes How much
the structure. The form-giver. Instead, says Michel Foucault (re-form-ulated): neatex would
the points
... forms are not determined by an all-powerful agency. .. They arise ... were only
piecemeal, ... a series of encounters, struggles, offensives and counter-offensives, justified?
combats and transformations ...iii The line will

keep turning

For Foucault, ‘discourse can be both an instrument and an effect of power, but
also a hindrance, a stumbling point of resistance and a starting point for an
opposing strategy.'v There is always such resistance (ongoing, active, agential,
dialogic) ‘where freedom is the capacity ... to behave differently, to resist’.v
Words are always necessarily in an order, but they are not always in order.

We cannot just order them about. We may want very much to push our words (or
any matter) into a form, but they rebel. They will not go.
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want very much
They will not go.

As TS Eliot in-forms us:

No, they do not stay where they are
put. And neither does clay - necessarily.
Nor paint, nor glaze. Things resist.
This is the resistance that matters.
=== resistance of matter.

Creativity perennially involves the resistance of the material; the wax is too soft,
the metal is too hard, the frit is too sulphuric, the clay is too stony, the memory is
too porous. History slides like watercolour. Memory sticks like melted rubber.

wory slides like watercoic.©
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It has even envisaged itself as a play: Itiple characters - taking its lead
from Pirandello’s 1921 Six Charactersin Se ch of an Author. There are in this

paper, hundreds of characters (typefage characters) all searching for a form, One only? Is it not
as in Rosemary Dobson’s Alphabefe <. & possible to stay

plural as Derrida
suggests? To per-
form both poem

and paper?

My Twenty-six, my leaden men
Your day long skirmishing is done.

This paper has chased the tail of Aintervi w;ovf"a manual, even of an Ikea
catalogue (a la Glen Colquhoun’s fak ug)cgmjwith which we began).



And it could be any one of those things. The matter - the material embedded
within this paper could per-form any number of forms - and each one would
create a new world of possibility.

We know each of these forms so well, so intimately that one can guess what each
version would look like. Can almost walk around them - in the same way we
recognise a villanelle or a sestina or a tanka or a jug or a casserole dish.
A glass artist says [ am going to make a tumbler, or a flute, or a goblet,
and we can almost see the glowing gelatinous blob forming,
reforming
and transforming
before our eyes as it inhabits each form.

We can say | want these words to become an essay, or prose poem, a newspaper
article or advertisement, and we can almost see the iont change accordingly,

the words become justified,

slide from margin to margin
or into neat columns,

the tone change,

the pages magically lengthen or shorten, the gaps increase or decrease -

The whole landscape alters. It is structural.
[t is in-structive.
[t is a construct.

f shapes artworks, novels, poems,

J&S;hips, the body, thoughts etc (not just the
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- me move my fingers
it this is the form I must




The same happens when people are given clay to mould freely - they push and
pull and perhaps they have some idea or another as to the form - they begin
madly rolling, twisting, kneading, hollowing. But at some point the clay or
plasticine begins pushing them about - moulding them, working on them til they
become warm and pliable - malleable. The plasticine then directs them to bend
here, attach there, dig a fingernail in here or there, and directs them when to
stop. It might fall over or dent itself. It might play dead, or stick to the side of the
table. It might pick up some fluff or dirt or a pinhead. There is almost a laugh
when this happens. People put their creation on the desk in front of them as if
amazed at what was made - look at what just appeared - it is as if they are
saying. Don’t blame me. This thing wanted out. Here is the performance en masse
of Michelangelo’s ‘1 saw the angel in the marble and carved until I set him
free’. Digging out the rest. The blank. This is in part what creatives mean when
they say they go about the world open. They don’t just mean open.

They mean malleable.

Pliable.
Compliant.

They allow things (people, places, material) to speak to them.
They listen to phrases,
to bus conversations, to moss,
to dropped things,
to coins in pockets,
whispers and politics,
and the music of streams,
to clouds, and trains and crickets,
to silences, and fears, and to sandpaper,
old twine, and to kitchen clangings...
And it is all working on them.
Far more than they are working on it.

They are being worked on. They are soon to give in.
They will allow themselves to be used. They will allow themselves to become a
conduit, a medium, and all the other things you will have heard a poet or writer
or painter or potter say.

Ah but this is not to say that there is no work.
The work is the mutual working on. On both sides. The point (plain/plane/plan?)
of this paper is to per-form the dialogic double nature of it - the top-down,
bottom-up-ness of it, the feedback loop. The form is created out of an ‘interplay
of forces’. This is the agonism that Foucault advances - one of ‘reciprocal
incitation and struggle ... a permanent provocation’ The creativity is the result
of the struggle - of poet (as active agent) and poem (as active agent) working on
each other - working their way through. This can be seen for example in Tony
Harrison’s beautifully haunting poem Illuminations where ‘the penny dropped in
time’ - the poem reveals that the poet has been worked on - all the way from
childhood through to adulthood. The poem is the site of the work.

The poem
incites the
paper -
the paper
struggles
against the
poem.
They have
turned on
each other.
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play, dialogue, dlsruptlon agomsm animism at the heart of creativity.

Randall Jarrell again:

it is far more accurate to think of a poem'’s structural potential as the poem’s
further potential to surprise, and structural tradition should encourage not a
slavish adherence to that tradition but structural experimentation, a
willingness to try out new manifestations of structural maneuvers. Structure
is more than logic; it organizes and encourages a poem’s leaps and landings,
its arrivals at places at once prepared-for yet seemingly unexpected.xv

research
gap...?



When one starts the long and arduous process of structuring a novel for
instance, or enters the cutting room to edit a movie, one moves the story about,
tells it slant (a la Emily Dickenson), perhaps backwards, or piecemeal, with
breaks and jumps. The order is deliberately mucked up, disrupted. Tosay
nothing of how much ends up on the cutting room floor. There is much left out

of every story, every poem, every play - whole years go by in a blank line.
] s 3 What buppened bere”
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careful not to fall for it/into it

There is a hole here -

absence. It too is structural. It gjves form
the holes? Or a drum beat without (h«"
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red around an
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Every artwork is strucu{
and in-formation. Whati
momcnt's silence as the drum

Creativity always seems to be a war
between something and nothing - as Glyn Maxwell

‘silence is the
white space whose

says in On Poetry: ‘Poets work with two materials, one’s black and one’s white. withdrawal marks
Call them sound and silence, life and death, hot and cold, love and loss ...”xv ?ﬁz E{‘;i]r(g;‘;c;ff
The blank page after all is a form - a form we know all too well. the created

It has its ways and means of maintaining itself. The blank line ‘;”;;gﬁkg;‘bes

imposes a form too.  Margins, xiv)
It is not just text, the black that has this power.
The white too has a form-
ative power.
The very form of a page is itself structured by the white
(this paper, for instance that refuses to justify itself) -
by the often-times absent first line -
by the margin, by the empty first page of the novel.
These too give a structure like the dum de dum of iambic,

XXX or the 575 of haiku, or the 14 line sonnet with its final couplet.
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It is the same with a ceramlc:;owl l 2 (Elthll! enc1rGy CIH

clay holds nothing first and foremost. The actual bowl - the bit we put stuffin -
wasn’t made by the potter. It wasn’t made by anyone. But it is structural. It gives
the form. When we structure a poem or paper we think of where the black bits

go. We 31 fori {thlnk of where the whlte blts go
v N '
M N .
nd it off to be pu ed

And when we write a book or a novel or a poem and se
we can be pretty sure the publishers will faithfully reproduce the black bits, but
we often have very little control over the white. The margins, top, bottom, side,

whetheSre wi*a blink line ‘ ? the title or not? How much space at the
& wXYZJ

How much white between the lines?
And that determines how much we can read between the lines - too Absolutely.
How many blanks are there in the followmg [
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ey don’t count. They are abstract. They do not matter. They are not matter.
but they are! Working with a letterpress artist taught me that. Seeing all those
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Somet ing has to take the place of space.
There is a stand-in. There always is. Nothing comes for free. Nothing comes
along. Takes a stand.
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To hold the best of all since done
And let the rest slip through.
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Space is a word we use for emptiness,
which is to say, somewhere without us.
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Instead of themonceptlon of space as an abs ence, an empty room, a bl;mk
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4d" A 3 g -

objects’xxv

our post-structural per-formance of creativity. The different pronurcfattons=ot
Ma provide a further range of possible meanings, including (buit not |
etween, medium, midway, m on the way, period, relationshig;
Fisure, luck, favourable opportunity, timing, and harmony i

Now, that is a list for creativity!

open - to the good luck of timing and favourable opportunity -
itis space holding the door open for us.

that things be closed,
finis

d shut case...
] ,Ss - open-endedness, the
he definitions of Ma as on-

‘Turning and turning
in the widening gyre/
Things fall apart; the
centre cannot hold ...”
(WB Yeats The Secona
Coming)

t want to claim th
-finished. In pro

[s this why endings are so difficult?

I have never started a poem yet whose end I knew. (Robert Frost)

P ‘constant change
To re-turn to Randall Jarrell, ‘a successful poem starts from one position and figures ..’
ends at a very different one, often a contradictory or opposite one ... xvii (Lyn Hejinian

constant change

It's a lovely turn of phrase. This is how a poem turns to paper. Please turn figures)



over... and over...

..yetlturn, I turn,
exulting somewhat,
with my will intact to go
wherever I need to go,...

...no doubt the next chapter
in my book of transformations
is already written,
I am not done with my changes.
(Stanley Kunitz The Layers)

FINE & CODA (or WELCOME TO THE CORNFIELD)

‘By the end of the poem the reader should be in a different place from where he started. I would like
him [sic] to be slightly disoriented at the end, like I drove him outside of town at night and dropped
him offin a cornfield.’ (Billy Collins)

Are we there yet? Have we ended up as Jarrell hoped, somewhere ‘at once
prepared-for yet seemingly unexpected’?

Does what was erased, painted over, cut out or deleted, somehow remain to in-
form what is left? There are always a range of forms that weren’t chosen - that
were abandoned. The multiple starts and voices and aspirations and
inspirations of this paper still echo in its spaces (Janet Mansfield made this
manifest in her Forty-One False Starts®Viii) - because in some way each start
remains at the end. There is the shadow of those beginnings.

This is surel;‘rwhat we ‘see’ in Tom Friedman'’s artwork 1,000 Hours of Starmg -
the idea thx the staring can somehow be passed on }
pressed on

toithe page - that the blank page can be imbued with hours of effort. -
So I'll end with the rest of this page blank - please read into it -

all the other things [ wanted to say, or did say and erased. :
But, of course, the likelihood is the editor will erase my space (since it doesn’t
matter) - so | better mark it - here - with a bracket... :

[
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