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Even at 
my 
fiercest, 
the basis . . 
1s a m1s-
appre­
hension of 
the 
source's 
source 
--so 
where am 
I taken? I 
should be 
able to 
read the 
menace of 

Growing up in a Ollnese 
restaurant is ethnic 
When first the wonl w~ out 
it rright shut down 
I had to ~k where will 
l\ilin Street Indians go? 
[ ... ] 
One tiIJE this guy said Poon 
Tang to~ girls 
We ran hoDE scared 
~e we didn't know 
Chinese. (34) 
----IVbrie Annharte Baker, 
Being on the Moon 
(Winlaw, B.C: Polestar 
Press, 1990) 

my intention. But I am ideological historical 
& alive despite an horizontal and verbal 
agency and all screams that ensue. (21) 
-Dorothy Trujillo Lusk, Redoctive 

(Vancouver: Talonbooks, 1990) 
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Poetics of the Potent 

Fred Wah 

• 

All that is literature seeks to communicate power; all that is not 
literature, to communicate knowledge. 
-De Quincey, Letters to a Young Man 

When I write down my thoughts, they do not escape me. This 
action reminds me of my strength which at every moment I 
forget. I learn as I link my thoughts together. But I am only 
moving towards the realization of one thing: the contradiction 
between my mind and nothingness. 
-Wittgenstein (see Clarke 154) 

Apparently he was not acquainted with Three lives, in which 
Stein used the verbal impotence of her characters, combined 
with a similarly restricted narrative idiom, to create a poetics 
of impotence ... -Jayne L. Walker1 

Nearly every time I type the title of this paper, 'The Poetics of the 
Potent,' my left middle-finger flicks out from some secret synaptic desire 
and types an ' e' before the ' t' in ' Potent.' POET-TENT. I enjoy the slip and 
always correct it. But the almost-deliberate embodiment of 'poet' with 

' potent' seems, though obvious inviting. 

I feel invited in fact, by my friend George Bowering who wrote, recently, 
a short piece called ' The Power is There' in which he says he is 'told that 
Fred Wah somewhere said that the poet is a "technician of the potent".' 
I'm intrigued by Bowering's discussion of the imputed phrase and by the 
possibilities to extend my own thinking about poetics. He aligns the 
phrase, ' technician of the potent' , with Jerome Rothenberg's 'Technician 
of the Sacred,' Keats' ' negative capability,' William Carlos Williams' 
improvisational prose, and Charles Olson's 'objectism.' He says: 

1 In reference to Samuel Beckett, Gertrude Stein: From Three Lives 
to Tender Buttons (Amherst, Univ. of Massachusetts Press, 1984). 
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77 Wah: Poetics of the Potent 

Barthes might be justly concerned that, as he says, ' the verbal urge here 
aims at modifying Nature' (51) if only he were to read Quebecois poet 
Nicole Brossard's The Aerial Letter where she intentions that 'In writing, 
I can foil all the laws of nature and I can transgress all rules, including 
those of grammar' (139). But Barthes should recognize the articulation 
here of a certain poetic ethic part of an Eth-Ethos-Ethnic-Ethic I 
discussed in an earlier paper on ' A Poetics of Ethnicity' where I tried to 
show that 'To write (or live) ethnically is also to write (or live) ethically, 
in pursuit of right value, right place, (and) otherness' (8). The posture of 
' otherness' that Brossard assumes is so frequentl y misinterpreted, as with 
Barthes. A more acute alignment for an ethical otherness might be 
Nov al is' sense of an antithetical crossing over, mutuality and 
complementarity. 

• 

Nature will be moral-if it, through genuine love of art-gives 
itself over to art-does what art wills- : art, if through genuine 
love of nature--lives for nature and works according to it. Both 
must do this simultaneously and of their own free choice--for their 
own sake--and of necessary choice for the sake of the other. They 
must meet the other in themselves and themselves in the other. 
(#1742, 28; Novalis 28) 

In her novel , Picture Theory, Nicole Brossard wishes to construct a three­
dimensional language, a hologram of potential resemblances and memory. 
For her, this is a bodied and lesbian utopia: 

the transparency of utopian silk/self (in my universe, Utopia would 
be a fiction from which would be born the generic body of the 
thinking woman). I would not have to make another woman be 
born from a first woman. I would have in mind only the idea that 
she might be the woman through whom everything could happen. 
In writing it, I would have everything for imagining an abstract 
woman who would slip into my text, carrying the fiction so far that 
from afar, this woman participant in words, must be seen coming, 
virtual to infinity, form-el le in every dimension of understanding, 
method and memory. I would not have to invent her in the fiction. 
The fiction would be the finishing line of the thought. (147-148) 

In other words, the possibility must be written. Writing holds the potent. 

She says, in The Aerial Letter: 

I know that writing is memory, power of presence, and proposi­
tion .. . For in writing I become everything ... a process of mental 
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then and still am, with the unpredictable nature of distortion and surprise. 
I noted in that essay, particularly with reference to the composition of 
Robert Kroetsch's Field Notes , the force and impulse in the resistance to 
closure or desire to continue: 'By placing these seemingly complete and 
' contained' poems as part of an open-ended continuing poem, Kroetsch is 
providing a continuity for a larger, more intangible structure ... and thus 
allowing the various compositional processes of eight separate poems to 
cohere in a potentiality they had otherwise abrogated in their previous 
publications' (215). The strategy of the long poem is by now an old 
attention, yet, a continuing one. A recent issue of Open Letter (7/5 , 
Summer 1989) focuses still on the long poem, and in an essay on Lionel 
Kearns' long poem Convergences, Lianne Moyes discusses the dynamics 
of intertextuality Kearns' employs in that poem and cites Julia Kristeva 
on Bakhtin: 'Everything means, is understood, as part of a greater 
whole-there is a constant interaction between meanings, all of which 
have the potential, of conditioning others [The Didogic Imagination 426]' 
(1 5-16; italics mine). I am also interested to read Moyes' fingering of 
Foucault's phrase, ' the density of discourse' because that seems to 
paradigm or rime well enough with what Charles Olson called 
' intensivity' (80). The intensification of layering, like composting, 
generates a useful heat, indeed nutrition, a proprioceptive muscling in 
tropism. I also find useful the overlap between Moyes' recognition of the 
long poem as a lyric genre and my own sense that the prosodic matrix of 
the short lyric (syllable, line, and cadence) gains the quality of imminence 
(read potential) in the long poem (219). 

A couple of years ago I restated and extended (much as I am doing here) 
that earlier paper into one I called ' Making Stranger Poetics.' I wanted to 
take up Charles Bernstein's notion of ' poetics as a sort of applied poetic, 
in the sense that engineering is a form of applied mathematics' (151 ). A 
variety of leads appeared: krinopoeia, or ficto-criticism, and the 
proprioceptive gapping of the mind-body split into the alignment of much 
contemporary writing (particularly feminist) into the literal body structure 
equals writing structure and the energy proposed by the physical. Among 
other things, I was led to a ' trans=geo=ethno=poetics' and briefly touched 
on aspects of the potent in translation, place, and ethnicity. Daphne 
Marlatt, for example, in a note on her process of translating a poem by 
Lola Tostevin : 

in translating a poem that so intensively works the language it 
seems already a translation of that original struggle etween intent 
and language drift, the translation (becomes) process embeds 
metatranslation while the target language not wanting to 
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shining El Dorado, are grounded, as Bowering locates potency, 'in the 

possible combinations and recombination of the basic materials of our 
language' (101). And what is, ostensibly, Rothenberg's reason for 
rototilling the primitive and aboriginal into contemporary writing . 

• 
The fist of punctuation. 

The potency of the period operates within a system of containment and 
closure sometimes viewed as a violent act within public discourse (Philips 
46). Steve McCaffery' s 

TIIE. (Philips 47) 

The potency of the period operates as a signal of silent reflection that 
clings to the referent as in the title to Ian Hamilton Finlay's magazine: 

Poor. Old. Tired. Horse. 

Or as the empty shell of a bullet just fired, the bullet just fired, the 

extensions of possible suffix in John Clarke's magazine: 

Intent 
Implosive potency, in fact, of all kinds. McCaffery again: 

a spell. 
a sphere. 
a star. 

a table, 
a taste, 
a tautology 

a telegram; 
a tendency; 
a tension; 

the microscope: 
some milk: 
a mistake: 

if i say, but 
if he says 
we might be 

alluding 

this, and. this ... and. this. 
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spun off with no beginning or end 
more than a matter of time 

Or the 'hollow/pain' becomes 

all hallow pain 
that can't be renewed 
by a drive down the street. 

The poems are full of body ghosts that just seem to rise to the surface and 
beyond their own narratives, however, because the instants of improvis­
ation must move on past the periphery of the lyric (and that's what makes 
these poems so much more interesting than what usually tried to pass 
itself off as lyric). The coalescence of thought and language is particularly 
potent in the attention paid to the bare particulars and the possibilities of 
improvisation therein. Listen here to the conflux of Miki's particular 
ethnic content with a language that moves forward with morphophonic 
care. 

settle meant? 

' me ant' 
a state meant 

mean mea me 
only words 

some one sd 
words'll only 

get us there 
to here ere er 

re dress 
decked out 

heir 
air 
err 
the future(w)ring 
the present (w)ro(ugh)t 
the past (w)rung 

• 
Another significant aspect of a poetics of the potent would be the re­
reading and re-writing strategies generated in the ethnic and feminist 
rejections of assimilation, the bargaining for a position of the potent in 
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• 

asleep 
'you ever seen a woman 
do that? she'd never be left 
alone' 

(only 
sifting the 
streets for her 
1magmary 
soul 
(watchful 
what lies 
there 

to make it, take it, break it 
anger in the form of iron 
filings rose 

whatever's left 

we are likely to find ourselves 
pondering suchness as the 
essence of bourgeois 
memorabilia - L.H. 

clarity and a 
magnetic tongue, the lyric 
transpose 

syntax of old alleys, old 
passageways of Pmri-daeza 

climbing the walls even 
to get over it. (53-55) 

Though this poetics of the potent is full of power, that power does not 
reside in a position of authority and imposition. Rather, the dynamics 
shifts through a range of play and invention in order to continually posit 
possibility, unpredictability, 'negative capability,' and, dramatically, 
necessity. In one of the maze-glyph cartoons of 'Scraptures: Lost 
Sequence' from bpNichol's Book(s) 7 &, we find expregsed a fundamental 
compulsion addressed to one of the main protagonists of The 
Martyrology, ' st reat': 

oh my eyes are falling below the levels i speak to you on 
and i have come here to some sort of crossing i would 
understand the better saint reat were you here to guide me 
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say 
cheese 

say n't 

n't ready 

n't ready to die 
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