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NN earear thethe endend ofof thethe nineteenthnineteenth centurycentury MatthewMatthew ArnoldArnold pro­pro­
claimedclaimed thethe existenceexistence ofof "laws"laws ofof poeticpoetic truthtruth andand poeticpoetic beauty"beauty" 
againstagainst whichwhich allall poetspoets mustmust bebe judged-butjudged-but whatwhat thesethese lawslaws werewere 
exactlyexactly hehe couldn'tcouldn't say,say, otherother thanthan vaguelyvaguely defineddefined principlesprinciples ofof 
"high"high seriousness"seriousness" andand "richness.""richness." TodayToday we'rewe're eveneven lessless sure.sure. AsAs 
wewe know,know, deaddead poetspoets ascendascend slowlyslowly ontoonto thethe heightsheights ofof staturestature (or(or 
fallfall fromfrom them)them) byby aa disarranged,disarranged, ongoingongoing andand collectivecollective revalua­revalua­
tiontion ofof theirtheir work.work. But,But, asas criticscritics ofof contemporarycontemporary literatureliterature voicevoice 
theirtheir ownown oftenoften idiosyncraticidiosyncratic andand contrarycontrary preferences,preferences, contem­contem­
poraryporary poetspoets areare subjectsubject toto perhapsperhaps aa vigorousvigorous criticalcritical buffetingbuffeting 
moremore akinakin toto windwind shearshear thanthan reasonedreasoned dialog.dialog. AfterAfter yearsyears ofof adu­adu­
lation,lation, RobertRobert LowellLowell publishedpublished LifeLife StudiesStudies toto bitterlybitterly divideddivided re­re­
views.views. NowNow wewe knowknow LIfeLIfe StudiesStudies asas oneone ofof thethe mostmost influentialinfluential 
booksbooks ofof thethe twentiethtwentieth century-butcentury-but atat itsits publicationpublication itit waswas oftenoften 
debunkeddebunked asas badbad writing,writing, hardlyhardly eveneven poetry.poetry. Nonetheless,Nonetheless, LowellLowell 
roserose inin contemporarycontemporary estimationestimation becausebecause he'dhe'd establishedestablished aa strongstrong 
reputationreputation andand couldcould taketake aa chancechance withwith aa radicalradical newnew style,style, inin 
thisthis casecase thethe "confessional""confessional" mode.mode. 

CharlesCharles Wright'sWright's careercareer isis inin somesome waysways likelike Lowell's,Lowell's, andand 
ZoneZone Journals,Journals, byby wayway ofof itsits risks,risks, confirmsconfirms thatthat WrightWright isis stillstill inin 
ascendancy.ascendancy. Wright,Wright, too,too, receivedreceived aa goodgood dealdeal ofof attentionattention asas aa 
youngyoung poet.poet. HisHis secondsecond book,book, HardHard FreightFreight (1973),(1973), waswas nomi­nomi­
natednated forfor thethe NationalNational BookBook Award,Award, andand indeedindeed hishis firstfirst fourfour 
booksbooks werewere soso admiredadmired thatthat WesleyanWesleyan UniversityUniversity presspress publishedpublished 
aa selectionselection fromfrom allall ofof themthem underunder thethe titletitle CountryCountry Music,Music, whichwhich 
inin tumtum wonwon thethe 19831983 AmericanAmerican BookBook Award.Award. TheseThese earlierearlier poemspoems 
derivedderived muchmuch powerpower fromfrom theirtheir twotwo contradictorycontradictory impulses:impulses: thethe 
suppositionsupposition thatthat basicbasic elementselements ofof thethe universeuniverse areare lastinglasting andand 
are,are, inin purestpurest form,form, immutableimmutable asas opposedopposed 1010 thethe poet'spoet's insistenceinsistence 
thatthat thethe selfself isis unimportantunimportant andand probablyprobably transient.transient. TheyThey werewere allall 
writtenwritten inin thethe much-discussedmuch-discussed stylestyle ofof thethe seventies-deepseventies-deep imag­imag­
ery.ery. Strange,Strange, oftenoften surrealsurreal imagesimages werewere intendedintended toto resonateresonate non­non­
rationallyrationally amidamid thethe primalprimal archetypesarchetypes oftheofthe brain.brain. TheThe poemspoems areare 
generallygenerally short,short, alwaysalways denselydensely !ineated.!ineated. 

ButBut byby thethe timetime CountryCountry MusicMusic appeared,appeared, Wright,Wright, likelike LowellLowell 
twenty-fivetwenty-five yearsyears earlier,earlier, hadhad begunbegun toto alteralter hishis poeticspoetics radically.radically. 
AndAnd likelike Lowell's,Lowell's, hishis verseverse transformedtransformed fromfrom aa relativelyrelatively con­con­
densed,densed, subliminalsubliminal stylestyle toto aa moremore open,open, elliptical,elliptical, ethereal,ethereal, andand 
eveneven atat timestimes self-referentialself-referential mode.mode. HisHis approachapproach toto thethe questionsquestions 
ofof existenceexistence becamebecame lessless gravegrave andand moremore Eastern.Eastern. ByBy blendingblending aa 
lessless constrictedconstricted metaphysicalmetaphysical perspectiveperspective withwith aa new,new, melodicallymelodically
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elegiacelegiac lyricism,lyricism, TheThe SouthernSouthern CrossCross (1981)(1981) andand TheThe OtherOther SideSide 
ofof thethe RiverRiver (1984)(1984) markedmarked aa definitivedefinitive splitsplit fromfrom hishis oldold voicevoice 
and,and, despitedespite somesome harpingharping fromfrom neo-formalists,neo-formalists, deserveddeserved thethe wide­wide­
spreadspread praisepraise they'vethey've received.received. NowNow ZoneZone JournalsJournals refinesrefines thisthis 
secondsecond stagestage ofof Wright'sWright's canon.canon. 

WhereWhere TheThe SouthernSouthern CrossCross lookedlooked atat thethe inexplicabilityinexplicability ofof 
existenceexistence chieflychiefly byby examiningexamining thethe vagariesvagaries ofof memory,memory, ZoneZone 
JournalsJournals examinesexamines aa statestate ofof beingbeing whichwhich isis atat onceonce uncertainuncertain andand 
yetyet suspendedsuspended inin romanticromantic potential.potential. TheThe brilliancebrilliance ofof thethe bookbook isis 
inin itsits abilityability toto linklink thethe detailsdetails ofof naturalnatural phenomenaphenomena toto thethe dis­dis­
cursivecursive andand paradoxicalparadoxical insightsinsights ofof aa manman energizedenergized byby aa beliefbelief inin 
anan invisibleinvisible world,world, aa worldworld whichwhich cannotcannot bebe knownknown inin anyany ordi­ordi­
nary,nary, directdirect way,way, ifif atat all:all: 

-Lashed-Lashed toto thethe syllablesyllable andand noun,noun, 
thethe strictstrict ArmageddonArmageddon ofof thethe verb,verb, 

II lolledlolled forfor seventeenseventeen yearsyears 
AboveAbove thisthis baybay withwith itsits antimacassarsantimacassars ofof foamfoam 
OnOn thethe rocks,rocks, thethe white,white, triangulartriangular tearstears 

sailboatssailboats pokepoke throughthrough thethe sea'ssea's spunspun sheet,sheet, 
HousesHouses likelike wadswads ofof paperpaper droppeddropped inin thethe mossmoss clumpsclumps ofof 

thethe trees,trees, 
FogFog inin itsits dressdress whiteswhites atat easeease alongalong thethe horizon,horizon, 
TryingTrying toto getget thethe descriptiondescription right.right. 

IfIf nothingnothing else,else, 
ItIt showedshowed meme thatthat whatwhat youyou seesee 

bothboth isis andand isis notnot there,there, 
TheThe unseenunseen bulkingbulking inin fromfrom thethe edgesedges ofof allall things,things, 
ChangingChanging thethe frameframe withwith itsits nothingness.nothingness. 

-"A-"A JJ oumaloumal ofof TrueTrue Confessions"Confessions" 

TheThe lastlast twotwo lineslines ofof thethe passagepassage constituteconstitute anan ingeniouslyingeniously fruitfulfruitful 
ambiguity:ambiguity: TheThe "unseen""unseen" maymay bebe nothingnothing moremore thanthan anan emptyempty butbut 
almostalmost sensualsensual projectionprojection ofof ourour imaginationsimaginations strainingstraining forfor mean­mean­
ing,ing, oror thethe unseenunseen maymay bebe thethe stuffstuff ofof physics,physics, thethe forceforce whichwhich 
impelsimpels thethe world,world, andand itsits "nothingness""nothingness" maymay inin factfact bebe nothing­nothing­
nessness toto thethe searchersearcher simplysimply becausebecause itit cannotcannot bebe seen.seen. 

SomeSome poets,poets, suchsuch asas PhilipPhilip LevineLevine oror SharonSharon Olds,Olds, gaingain poeticpoetic 
tensiontension byby posingposing thethe individualindividual againstagainst thethe inequitiesinequities ofof socialsocial 
circumstance.circumstance. ButBut CharlesCharles WrightWright achievesachieves aa moremore refinedrefined inten­inten­
sitysity byby depictingdepicting thethe individualindividual tryingtrying toto locatelocate him-him- oror herselfherself inin 
relationrelation notnot onlyonly toto civilizationcivilization butbut moremore importantlyimportantly toto thethe meta­meta­
physicalphysical universe:universe: 
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appears�-Exclusion's-Exclusion's thethe secret:secret: what'swhat's missingmissing isis whatwhat appears 
eye:�MostMost visiblevisible toto thethe eye: 

is,�thethe moremore luminousluminous anythinganything is, 
it,�TheThe moremore itit subtractssubtracts what'swhat's aroundaround it, 
world�PeelingPeeling awayaway thethe burnedburned skinskin ofof thethe world 

makingmaking thethe unseenunseen seen:seen: 
BodyBody byby newnew bodybody theythey allall riserise intointo thethe lightlight 
TactileTactile andand stillstill damp,damp, 
ThatThat rhododendronrhododendron andand dogwooddogwood tree,tree, thatthat spruce,spruce, 
AnAn architecturearchitecture ofof absence,absence, 

words�aa landscapelandscape whosewhose words 
close:�AreAre imprints,imprints, dissolvingdissolving imagesimages afterafter thethe eyelidseyelids close: 

II taketake themthem awayaway toto keepkeep themthem therethere ­­
thatthat hedgehedge hornhorn forfor instance,instance, thatthat stalk.stalk. 

-"Yard-"Yard Journal"Journal" 

Wright'sWright's tensiontension emergesemerges fromfrom aa typicallytypically postpost modernmodern con­con­
flict:flict: HeHe holdsholds aa nearnear mysticmystic beliefbelief inin thethe infiniteinfinite charactercharacter ofof nat­nat­
uralural phenomenaphenomena butbut hehe isis atat timestimes deeplydeeply saddenedsaddened byby thethe likelylikely 
notionnotion thatthat hehe willwill notnot bebe asas lastinglasting asas thethe non-human,non-human, non­non­
consciousconscious particlesparticles ofof mattermatter thatthat willwill gogo onon playingplaying outout thethe dancedance 
ofof thethe universe.universe. TheThe deftdeft elegiacelegiac tonetone ofof hishis secondsecond phasephase isis aa reg­reg­
isterister ofof thethe disappointingdisappointing uncertaintyuncertainty hehe feels.feels. HeHe recentlyrecently wrote,wrote, 
"All"All mymy poemspoems seemseem toto bebe anan ongoingongoing argumentargument withwith myselfmyself 
aboutabout thethe unlikelihoodunlikelihood ofof salvationsalvation ......"" CharlesCharles WrightWright isis deeplydeeply 
inin lovelove withwith bothboth thethe physicalphysical andand aphysicalaphysical worlds,worlds, butbut hehe isis dis­dis­
turbedturbed byby whatwhat seemsseems likelike ourour quickquick passingpassing throughthrough thethe formerformer 
andand ourour inabilityinability everever toto experienceexperience thethe latter.latter. 

InIn thethe poemspoems ofof CountryCountry MusicMusic WrightWright couldcould seemseem almostalmost 
angryangry inin hishis attemptsattempts toto drawdraw thethe unknownunknown outout ofof thethe known.known. InIn 
ZoneZone JournalsJournals hehe isis asas equallyequally concernedconcerned withwith thethe problem,problem, butbut 
hishis strategystrategy isis toto taketake aa lessless adamant,adamant, moremore Zen-likeZen-like approach.approach. 
SuchSuch aa strategystrategy involvesinvolves resigningresigning yourselfyourself toto notnot knowingknowing inin 
orderorder toto know;know; itit doesn'tdoesn't guaranteeguarantee thethe immortalityimmortality ofof thethe artistartist 
nornor thethe art,art, butbut itit cancan extendextend thethe lifelife ofof both.both. AndAnd soso inin thethe book'sbook's 
lastlast poem,poem, "Chinese"Chinese Journal,"Journal," hehe closescloses withwith thisthis passage:passage: 

WhatWhat cancan anyoneanyone knowknow ofof thethe suresure machinemachine thatthat makesmakes allall 
thingsthings work?work? 

ToTo findfind oneone wordword andand useuse itit correctly,correctly, 
providingproviding itit isis thethe rightright word,word, 

IsIs moremore thanthan enough:enough: 
AnAn inchinch ofof musicmusic isis anan inchinch andand aa halfhalf ofof dust.dust. 
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LikeLike Lowell,Lowell, WrightWright hadhad thethe prescienceprescience toto givegive upup whatwhat hadhad 
workedworked soso wellwell forfor him,him, toto pursuepursue thethe samesame questionquestion withwith aa newnew 
tool.tool. MatthewMatthew ArnoldArnold camecame toto concludeconclude thatthat thethe cultureculture doesn'tdoesn't 
makemake aa "deliberate"deliberate andand consciousconscious choice"choice" inin itsits assessmentassessment ofof lit­lit­
erature,erature, butbut isis compelledcompelled outout ofof "the"the instinctinstinct ofof preservation"preservation" toto 
recognizerecognize whatwhat isis best.best. TheThe paradoxparadox inin Wright'sWright's casecase isis thatthat hehe hashas 
risenrisen toto suchsuch rarerare staturestature inin AmericanAmerican poetrypoetry preciselyprecisely becausebecause 
sometimesometime afterafter hishis fourthfourth bookbook hehe camecame toto realizerealize thatthat hehe wouldwould 
havehave toto changechange ifif hehe waswas goinggoing toto gogo onon preservingpreserving himselfhimselfagainstagainst 
thethe insistentinsistent threatthreat ofof ontologicalontological uncertainty.uncertainty. 
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